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Igbo women have much to offer on the subject of their autonomy, self-definition, interpersonal relationships, national identity and patterns of change. Understanding the Igbo woman’s strength, resilience and power in Nigeria not only offers us a more invigorating, encouraging, aspirational image of the African woman but it also forces us to acknowledge misrepresentations of Igbo women and the importance of replacing anachronistic models of African womanhood. This paper aims at correcting these entrenched accounts by revealing the positive vision of women in the works of Igbo female writers. I argue that there is a clearly discernable shift in each generation of writers, beginning from the first generation, proceeding to the second and finally to the third generation of writers. This development is demonstrated by the change in the “woman subject” in two significant domains: the family and nation. This is no doubt a reflection of the changing position and increasing autonomy of women in Igbo society but it is certainly a development in the literary representation of women, culminating in the advent of an autonomous, self-determined female person. In the national sphere, there is not as great a generational transition between these writers, since each of them not only questions the subjugating nature of male nationalistic discourse but also reveals the ways in which hegemonic governance of Nigeria has led to corruption, poverty and the commodification of women. A close study of selected works by Igbo women writers reveals that there is a fundamental goal to which Igbo women writers are moving, which is to reverse the image of a timid, subdued female, and create a form of ‘homecoming’ for Igbo women in general. 
	The ‘silence’ from which Igbo women writers have emerged in the last fifty years has been the silence represented by the stereotyped depiction of women in male writings. It has certainly not been the silence of Igbo women themselves, who have historically been strong and self-affirming, even to the point of instigating resistance. As Amadiume recognised, “Igbo women of eastern Nigeria were among the first to gain the attention of researchers as a group distinct from Igbo men” (Amadiume 1992: 13). In both contexts of family and nation, Igbo writing has represented change, a change in the ways in which Igbo women are represented and a transformation of the ways in which the nation has been observed and critiqued. While the three generations have demonstrated a gradual transformation in the representation of the Igbo woman’s role in society, – Nwapa’s reversal of the image of the ‘silent woman’ in Nigerian writing; Emecheta’s and Okoye’s revised image of women’s roles as wives and mothers; and Adichie’s and Azuah’s transformed view of the young woman’s relationship to family – in regard to the nation, particularly their attitude to nationalism and the Biafran war, and the immense corruption that followed the war, all three generations have been in strong agreement. 
An analysis of the writing from the three generations of Igbo women writers has revealed the vital role they have played in representing the female Igbo quest for agency and power, emphasising the ongoing struggle against patriarchal power in the society. These writers have demonstrated the important role that women’s writing has played, not only in communicating a female voice, but more pertinently, in speaking from a position of detachment from the essentially masculine discourses of nationalism and neo-liberal globalization. The underlying energy of this writing has been womanist in the way in which it perceives the lot of women in the society as inextricable from the joint participation of men and women, and the protest about the various forms of oppression – patriarchal, colonial, racial, economic and cultural – that both share. In applying womanist theory, we also come to understand how the African experience, and particularly the experience communicated so forcefully by Igbo women, has provided the seeds for womanist theory itself, a theory that sees the need to place feminist concerns in the wider context of colonial oppression.
‘First generation’ Nigerian writer, Flora Nwapa’s Efuru (1966) And Women Are Different (1986)’ traces the emerging voice of the Nigerian woman. The first female writer to publish in Nigeria, Nwapa’s novel Efuru precipitated the rewriting of female characters in Nigerian fiction. Nwapa’s works dispel the myth of the ‘silent woman’ in Nigerian society, seen through the stereotypical representations of female characters in the works of Nigerian men. This text, combined with Women are Different, provides a vivid account of the problems faced by women, highlighting their struggles as well as achievements. Set against the background of developing Nigeria, this text depicted Igbo women as originating from a strong self-reliant tradition, contrary to the stereotypical images in the ‘Mother Africa’ trope. Flora Nwapa’s writings paved the way for ‘silenced’ Igbo women to gain a voice. She describes women who are “independent, strong, and admirable…whose presence gave dignity and meaning to precolonial and colonial African society…whose existence and relevance are such an important part of African reality today” (Nnaemekam1994: 141). Nwapa saw the importance of highlighting the Igbo woman’s position, opening the way for other African women writers to celebrate the strength of women in their communities. Efuru (1966) and Women are Different (1986) began to ‘voice’ the presence of Igbo women against their absence in the early African male literary tradition, since these women, despite ideas to the contrary, were definitely not ‘silent.’ Nwapa’s female characters differ from previous stereotypical images of women as the ‘good wife’, the ‘silenced woman’, the ‘stigmatized barren woman’ and the ‘loose woman’. In this respect her characters are revolutionary in redressing gendered stereotypes as they challenge conventional images of womanhood, supporting and comforting their female compatriots, the importance of culture and community, of the interweaving of women’s destiny with the whole community, and involving themselves in a continual gender contest seen through characters like Efuru and Ajanupu.
Continuing the discussion on the gradual but significant transformation of Igbo women in society, the emerging Igbo woman through the changing concepts of wife, mother and woman is seen in Buchi Emecheta’s works. The development of the autonomous woman in Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood (1979), Double Yoke (1982), Adah’s Story (1983), Head Above Water (1986), The Family (1990), Kehinde (1994) and Ifeoma Okoye’s Behind the Clouds (1982) was only made possible by redefining their roles as ‘wives’ and ‘mothers’, a re-focussing which is evident in each of the novels. Second generation Nigerian Igbo women writers’ reveal a predominant interest in portraying womens’ quest for agency through their changing perceptions of woman’s roles as ‘woman’, ‘wife’ and ‘mother’. In Emecheta and Okoye’s works this occurs by prioritizing a woman’s individuality over her role as wife and mother. Yet motherhood is viewed both as means to keep a woman in subjection, and as a means of gaining independence. In self-sacrificial representations like Nnu Ego (The Joys of Motherhood), the feminine subject is non-existent. On the other hand, characters like Ije (Behind the Clouds), Adaku (The Joys of Motherhood) and Kehinde (Kehinde) do not allow themselves to be merely defined by motherhood or wifehood. They reject polygamy, revealing its purpose in masculine gratification and refusing this practice as it demeans their personhood. Yet, in young female characters like Gwendolen and Nko we find the traumatic experience of rape as paradoxically triggering a process that leads them to self-awareness and self-determination. In this way, Emecheta’s Gwendolen and Nko pave the way for representations of female characters in third generation Nigerian women’s writings who achieve agency at an earlier age. 
Subsequent to this, an analysis of third generation Igbo women’s writings, a distinct pattern of the young girl-child/ woman character who develops into a mature, strong womanist. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus (2004) and Unoma Azuah’s Sky-High Flames (2005) present a new framework within which third generation writers are operating. At a young age, female characters showed an early desire for empowerment through their reconstruction of family relationships. In challenging patriarchal dominance, analysing the ‘absent’ mother and addressing the complex function and ambivalent struggles of tradition and modernity in their texts, these writers display the process of female empowerment, charting the metamorphosis of female characters and the ways in which young female protagonists claim agency and independence. This reflects the idea that while the struggle for female autonomy is still a contemporary reality for Igbo women, their determination to break this from an early age reflects changing patterns in Igbo society. The young Nigerian female character’s process of empowerment is educative in nature, reflecting the compelling role young Nigerians play in society. Madeline Hron pictures this best when she concludes her article by stating that the old Igbo saying “Ora na-azu nwa,” loosely translated as “It takes a village to raise a child” is redressed in young third generation Nigerian female characters to mean “Nwa ndi na na-azu uwa”: it is the children who are educating the global village” (Hron 2008: 40). Indeed, this generation of Nigerian Igbo female characters suggests a new form of strong-willed and courageous feminine presence, their stories of empowerment commenting on the state of Nigerian family structures.
The Biafran war was an integral part of the Igbo experience. Igbo women writers from all three generations deal with the problems of nationalism and the Biafran war. Flora Nwapa’s Never Again (1975), Buchi Emecheta’s Destination Biafra (1982) and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) outline the experiences of the Biafran war from a female perspective. This creates a vital model for reading the war novels of Nigerian Igbo women writers, and understanding the critical attitude they had towards Igbo and Nigerian nationalism, a composite analysis of the effects of colonial rule in Nigeria, the prevalence of colonial influence, the greed of the neo-colonial elite and the separatism that led to the Biafran war. In critiquing the male discourse of nationalism, Igbo female writers demonstrated their refusal to be appropriated by the discourse of (Nigerian) nationalism. Under the guise of including marginal voices, both discourses, continued to locate women in the inner domain of domesticity and tradition.
Igbo women writers also canvass the site of post-war Nigeria, and the political and economic corruption that opened the doors to the modern day slave trade in Nigeria. After the Biafran war, post-war Nigeria became a site of political chaos, with mismanaged political leadership and foreign interference. The effects of this were rampant capitalism and neo-liberalism, which increased corruption and poverty levels. In a state of collapsed morals, the issue of human rights, in this case the existence and the ethics of modern day slavery, is a central question that occupies the literature of Igbo women writers like Akachi Ezeigbo’s Trafficked and Chika Unigwe’s On Black Sister’s Street. The issue of modern slavery and the economics of this incarceration have received substantial attention the past decade. The function of Igbo literature as a vehicle to raise awareness, as well as to demonstrate the need to break the grotesque bonds of modern slavery, is an important development, a form of political intervention that necessitates close attention. The task of abolishing sex slavery is Herculean. Yet the intervention of these women novelists attests to the determination of women to take up the task, and perhaps more interestingly, of the political function of literature in contemporary Nigeria. 
The analysis of Igbo women’s literature as a body of academic work, and the tracing of its development over the last fifty years, testifies to the continuous, invigorating and aspirational character of Igbo women – their quest for autonomy, self-definition, interpersonal relationships and national location amidst patterns of global change. In correcting entrenched stereotypical representations of Igbo women, it has also simultaneously shown how the novels have re-presented new models of Igbo womanhood, testifying to a new form of ‘homecoming’ of self-retrieval, self-expression and self-assertion for the Igbo woman. 
As discussions of contemporary Nigeria grow more complicated, spanning issues of gender equality, national disintegration, political corruption, social hardship and economic crisis, the role of the Igbo woman writer, and Nigerian writers of all kinds for that matter, in engaging these various issues has become increasingly strategic. Women’s texts, existing as they do outside the dominant male discourses of nationalism, ‘development’ and neo-liberal globalization have been well placed to address the challenges continuing to plague Nigeria. This ‘speaking out’ demonstrate the responsibility that women writers have accepted: to confront the pressing issues of Nigerian society and politics. The Igbo women’s novel represents a surprisingly coherent and extensive body of work that offers a model of women writers speaking out against injustice and oppression of all kinds. The chorus of Igbo female voices has produced a rousing celebration of the female spirit, one that is both clear and uncompromising, and a literature that offers the world an insight into a gender struggle that has had many ramifications in the larger story of contemporary Nigeria. 
	






